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INTRODUCTION
The emergence of global computer networks and the
widespread availability of advanced information com-
munication technology (ICT) since the mid-nineties has
given rise to the hope that the traditional disadvantages
faced by regional economies and regional communities
could be alleviated easily and swiftly. Yet, the experi-
ence of both researchers and practitioners in commu-
nity informatics and community development tells a
different tale. Although the potential of ICT is in fact
realised in some situations and locations, and does
provide a means to ensure sustainability in some re-
gional communities, elsewhere it has not achieved
change for the promised better. Too many communities
are still faced by a centralised structure in the context of
commerce, service provision or governance and by vari-
ous degrees of digital divides between the connected
and disconnected, between the media literate and illiter-
ate, between young and old, between consumers and
producers, and between urban and rural.
Many attempts to close or bridge the digital divide
have been reported with various degrees of success
(e.g., Menou, 2001; Servon, 2002). Most of these ac-
counts echo a common voice in that they report similar
principles of action, such as people-centred approaches,
and they reflect and advocate—in most cases uncon-
sciously—practices of sociocultural animation.
This article seeks to shed light onto the concept of
sociocultural animation—a concept which is already com-
monplace in various forms in the arts, in education and
professional development, youth work, sports, town plan-
ning, careers services, entrepreneurship and tourism. It
starts by exploring the origins of sociocultural animation
and draws comparisons with the current state of research
and practice. It unpacks the foundation of sociocultural
animation and briefly describes underlying principles and
how they can be applied in the context of community
informatics and developing regional communities with
ICT.
BACKGROUND
Before the dominant meaning of the term “animation”
was taken over by the film and computer graphics indus-
tries which ‘animate’ virtual characters, avatars and car-
toons, it was—and still is—used to describe the act of
encouraging, motivating, involving, empowering, en-
gaging real human beings. The word derives from the
Greek/Latin “anima” which means “life” or “soul” and
thus stands literally for the act of giving life or spirit to
someone or something, or the state of being alive.
Most current accounts of sociocultural animation
trace its origin back to post WW2 France where “anima-
tion socioculturelle” “was discovered as a way of in-
vigorating democratic values lost as a result of the
occupation and other wartime hardships” (Kurki, 2000,
p. 162). It has also been suggested that the French
colonial heritage made for an invigorating environment
in which previous traditions aimed at rather dubious
objectives overseas could be re-purposed mainly to
animate French youth for leisure activities in, e.g., “maisons
des jeunes et de la culture” (youth and cultural centres),
“centres sociaux” (social centres) or “maisons de quartier”
(community centres) (Cannan & Warren, 1997).
The concept of sociocultural animation spread
throughout Europe in the 1970s when the increasingly
self-confident community arts movement (known as
“neighbourhood arts” in North America) was first being
recognised and taken seriously by the established arts
institutions and by public cultural policy makers. Previ-
ously, two misconceptions were prevalent: First, art is
not created by “the plebs” but by few highly talented
artists who create cultural works of supreme value;
second, cultural development will occur in society by
simply exhibiting these works. Thus, conventional arts
policy at the time aimed at the “democratisation of
culture” by fostering the dispersion of cultural institu-
tions such as opera houses, theatres, galleries and muse-
ums, and by funding professional artists only (Adams &
Goldbard, 1990; for an American perspective see Levine,
1988).
Advocates of  “cultural democracy” opposed these
notions and—initially through the work of the Council for
Cultural Cooperation (CCC), part of the Council of Europe
(cf. www.coe.int)—introduced a broader notion of socio-
cultural animation to a wider political arena. Sociocultural
animation was defined as all actions which are “concerned
to offer each individual the means and the incentive to
become the active agent of his own development and of
the qualitative development of the community to which he
belongs” (Grosjean & Ingberg, 1974, p. 4). The notion of
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“democratising culture” was regarded as “patronising”;
instead, the idea of “cultural democracy” suggests that
“culture is synonymous with movement, and that each
individual must not only be entitled to acquire culture, but
also have full control over how that culture is defined”
(Grosjean & Ingberg, 1974, p. 7).
Parallels can be drawn to today’s information society
which still tries to come to terms with the vast opportuni-
ties ICT offers and to find best practices to “democratise”
ICT and internet access, effective usage and the role of
government itself. The foundation of sociocultural ani-
mation holds some insights and opens up perspectives
which present-day community informatics researchers
and practitioners may find useful and may benefit from.
THE FOUNDATION OF
SOCIOCULTURAL ANIMATION
Kurki distinguishes three dimensions of sociocultural
animation: “The educational goal is personal develop-
ment; the social goal is to reinforce the group and the
community and to increase people’s participation; the
cultural dimension, in turn, aims at developing creativ-
ity and many-sided expression” (Kurki, 2000, p. 163).
These three dimensions and their underlying principles
and practices are explored in the following in the con-
text of community informatics.
The Social Dimension
Anthropologists and sociologists have created a plethora
of definitions for the term “community” with the only
common term of reference being “people”. The social
dimension of sociocultural animation refers to a people-
centred approach that is guided by the imperatives of
personal and group participation (cf. Gumucio Dagron,
2001). In the field of community informatics, areas of
application include sociocultural animation and ICT for
developing countries (Gonzalez & Fernandez, 1990),
communities of practice (Millen & Fontaine, 2003;
Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002), and residential
community networks (Foth, 2004), especially in the
context of networked individualism (Wellman, 2001)
and social networks (Watters, 2003).
The Cultural Dimension
Apart from the before mentioned prominence of socio-
cultural animation in European public policy making
under the influence of the cultural democracy movement,
it also implies a more simple and immediate cultural dimen-
sion in that it encourages people and community members
to express themselves creatively through the arts. This
dimension of sociocultural animation evokes the emer-
gence of cultural heritage and gives rise to the formation
of community memory. Smith (2002) illustrates the cultural
dimension through the work of Brazilian theatre director
and writer Augusto Boal and the “Theatre of the Op-
pressed” or “Forum Theatre” which is used as a way of
developing creativity and eliciting an emotional response
to political and economic questions from working class
people.
Certain arts practices, especially dance, theatre and
drama continue to play a significant role today in school
education, youth and community work. One example of
this use of sociocultural animation are the Rock
Eisteddfod festivals in Australia (www.rock
challenge.com.au) which combine choreography, cos-
tume and stage design, music and dance to animate not
only youth but also parents, teachers and the wider
community.
In the context of developing regional communities
with ICT, the possibilities within the nexus of sociocul-
tural animation and new forms of creative expression
afforded by digital technology are just beginning to be
explored. A prominent example in community
informatics is digital storytelling which usually takes
the form of a personal movie which integrates photo-
graphs, music, video, and voice (Freidus & Hlubinka,
2002). Digital storytelling workshops have been em-
ployed by both researchers (for a streaming media
example, see Hartley, Hearn, Tacchi, & Foth, 2003)
and  p rac t i t ione r s  ( c f .  www.bbc .co .uk /wa les /
capturewales).
The Educational Dimension
“Tell me and I forget, teach me and I remember, involve
me and I learn,” a proverb attributed to Benjamin Franklin,
summarises the educational dimension of sociocultural
animation.
From early misuse during WW2 where forms of
sociocultural animation have been applied in Germany
to develop a social environment consistent and
favourable with the Nazi regime and ideology (Sunker &
Otto, 1997), it has now found its legitimate place in the
field of social pedagogy in Germany (Moser, Müller,
Wettstein, & Willener, 1999) and other European coun-
tries (cf. www.enoa.de and Lorenz, 1994), including
Spain (Ander-Egg, 1997) and Finland (Kurki, 2000). In
France, sociocultural animation is well established as
an independent profession of “animateurs” who work in
various social, cultural and educational contexts
(Augustin & Gillet, 2000; Gillet, 1995; Mignon, 1999).
Effective use of ICT in a community context often
requires training. The educational dimension of sociocul-
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tural animation and the existing body of experience in
participatory action learning and community media may
prove valuable to better communicate the possibilities
technology holds for regional development. Digital
storytelling workshops are designed to allow for cre-
ative expression, but at the same time community mem-
bers learn to use technology and how to make technology
work for them effectively.
UNDERLYING PRINCIPLES
AND PRACTICES
Sociocultural animation is “a state of mind rather than a
specific action, a matter of form rather than of content”
(Grosjean & Ingberg, 1974, p. 8). As such, sociocultural
animation is a framework which can contain any prima-
rily people-centred practices or methodologies. These
methods are almost always directed at activating or
mobilising a group or community and the members of
that group or community to:
1. Embark upon a joint discovery of their own situa-
tion and reality in order to create a critical aware-
ness of the issues and problems found;
2. Analyse and diagnose reality in a dialogical fashion
in order to envision the dream of a better future;
3. Find ways of changing and improving reality by
means of self-reflection and action; and
4. Constantly and continuously evaluate and assess
the context and purpose of the action in order to
adjust goals and direction.
Sociocultural animation can take the form of and
borrow principles and practices from participatory ac-
tion research (Reason & Bradbury, 2001) or ethno-
graphic action research (Tacchi, Slater, & Hearn, 2003),
yet—due to its non-academic origins—animators have in
many cases foregone the academic rigour required in
favour of focusing on community action and change. This
is in fact where synergies between academics and prac-
titioners could emerge in the future: by combining the
strengths of sociocultural animation—that is, activating
and interacting with people—with the strengths of partici-
patory action research—that is, analysing and interpret-
ing reality from the different perspectives of community
members with academic rigour. That said, the ethical
rationale for a people-centred, solidary and democratic
approach is very similar in both cases (cf. Hearn & Foth,
2005; Reason, 1998).
Sociocultural animation is usually employed by an
“animator” (French, “animateur”) who can be a
neighbourhood artist, a youth worker or researcher from
within the community or from outside the community. If
the animator is already part of the community, the initial
phase of immersion and orientation may be easier to
accomplish, however, animators from the outside bring
the potential of seeing the community reality in a fresh
and unbiased light. The key phases that a sociocultural
animator goes through comprise sensitisation/anima-
tion, facilitation and progressive redundancy (Thapalia,
1996); the latter phase is to ensure continuity of the
action, so the community can carry on without depend-
ing on the ongoing presence of the animator.
The animator is a catalyst, a mediator and facilitator
who seeks to raise self-awareness and motivation (cf.
Csikszentmihalyi, 1997; Fogg, 2003), to build confi-
dence to increase both self-efficacy and community
efficacy (Carroll & Reese, 2003), to engage commu-
nity members and to encourage them to participate in
self-reflection and action.
Any kind of agile, adaptive and people-centred meth-
ods of practice and evaluation (e.g., Checkland &
Scholes, 1999; Mumford, 2003) employed by a socio-
cultural animator need to work towards a holistic rep-
resentation within the contexts of both the community
and the individual. In the context of the community, it
is imperative to ensure that it is not only the perspec-
tives of selected community members such as the
opinion leaders and their individual requirements that
are heard and taken into account, but also the views of
the community as a whole, in order to create a vision
which is supported by the entire community.
In the context of the individual community member,
“the only true source of knowledge is people’s own
social activity” (Kurki, 2000, p. 165). Hence, methods
have to be applied that work towards capturing more
than just explicit knowledge and also seek to elicit
different types of tacit knowledge sources (Polanyi,
1966); that is, “from simple facts that were too obvious
to be worth mentioning, to deeply ingrained skills that
might be impossible to articulate, yet become visible
through interaction” and creative expression (Foth,
2003, p. 35).
Table 1 is an attempt at creating a dichotomy of
sociocultural animation as a heuristic aid based on two
extreme types defined by Gillet (1995)—with additions
by Kurki (2000) and Gilchrist (2000). These extremes
oppose, yet at times also complement, each other.
CONCLUSION AND
FUTURE DIRECTION
Ongoing issues and areas of discussion that are preva-
lent in the study and practice of sociocultural animation
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in the context of community informatics require further
investigation and advancement. These include:
• The imperative of academic rigour in the work of
sociocultural animators on the ground;
• The shift of emphasis in community development
from “access to technology” to “effective use of
technology” for creative expression, social net-
working and the generation of economic assets;
• Lack of clarity and guidance in the ambiguous
nature of the animator who is usually employed by
a funding body but employed for a community
group; and
• Implications for public policy making and public
funding programs in regards to the arts, media, ICT
and community development, especially new defi-
nitions and practical interpretations of “account-
ability” and “sustainability”.
Sociocultural animation holds exciting potential to
be used in economic community settings. The social,
cultural and educational dimensions of animation for
ICT have already been exploited by businesses in what
has been termed “viral marketing” (Godin, 2001; Gold-
smith, 2002); however, its application for place-based
social networking, community-led innovation and re-
gional entrepreneurial initiatives is yet to be explored.
Kretzmann and McKnight point out that members of
disadvantaged communities often “begin to see them-
selves as people with special needs that can only be met
by outsiders. They become consumers of services, with
no incentive to be producers” (Kretzmann & McKnight,
1993, p. 2). Far too often are regional communities
given access to ICT without an existing strategy for how
the technology can be effectively used to make sense in
the lives of community members. Sociocultural animation
represents a key concept to overcome these flaws in that
it regards community members as social beings, as cre-
ative content producers and active agents of change.
Finally, this is the time to embark upon the quest to
sketch and establish a new adaptation of sociocultural ani-
mation that is purpose built for the opportunities and chal-
lenges of community informatics research and practice.
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KEY TERMS
Action Research: A research approach which is
operationalised by constant cycles of planning, acting,
observing and reflecting, which encourages the partici-
pation of local subjects as active agents in the research
process, and which works hand in hand with people-
centred research methodologies.
Animator: The “keeper of the vision” who is a
catalyst, mediator and facilitator seeking to raise self-
awareness and motivation, to build confidence to in-
crease both self efficacy and community efficacy, to
engage community members and to encourage them to
participate in self-reflection and action.
Cultural Democracy: A set of related commitments to
protect and promote cultural diversity, and the right to
culture for everyone in society; to encourage active
participation in community cultural life; to enable people
to participate in policy decisions that affect the quality of
their cultural lives; and to assure fair and equitable access
to cultural resources and support. (cf. www.wwcd.org)
Sociocultural Animation: All actions which are “con-
cerned to offer each individual the means and the incen-
tive to become the active agent of his own development
and of the qualitative development of the community to
which he belongs” (Grosjean & Ingberg, 1974, p. 4).
Tacit Knowledge: We draw upon tacitly held knowl-
edge to perform and act but it cannot be easily and
explicitly articulated: “We can know things, and impor-
tant things, that we cannot tell” (Polanyi, 1966, p. 22).
Viral Marketing: A recent contribution to the mar-
keting mix that uses technical networks such as the
Internet or mobile phone network, to start an epidemic
that spreads an idea or message (“the virus infection”)
through social networks.
